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Abstract
”ETTA? Etta? Are you there?” The old man moved restlessly in his old Morris chair by the
window. “Etta?” His voice sounded harsh in the stillness of his room. ”Etta, answer me.”..
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ETTA? Etta? Are you there?" The old man moved rest-lessly in his old Morris chair by the window. 
"Etta?" His voice sounded harsh in the stillness of his room. 
"Etta, answer me." He rubbed his hand across his sightless eyes 
and stood up. He stood with hands stretched out in front of him 
for a moment, then took a hesitating step forward, then another 
and another. His foot kicked a table, throwing him off balance. 
"Etta!" There was panic in his voice now. His hands fumbled 
against the wall. 
"It's hot here," he mumbled to himself. "They've left me here 
to burn to death . . . the house . . . it's on fire! What'll I do?" 
He stood still, his trembling hands touching the hot wall above 
the hot air register. 
"Etta . . ." His voiced trailed off as he heard footsteps on the 
stairs. 
"What's the matter with you, Jack?" He heard his wife's voice 
calling sharply. "Can't I even go downstairs for a minute with-
out you raising a fuss?" He felt her grasp his arm firmly. "Now 
come sit down in your chair and stay there." 
He clutched her arm with stiff fingers. "Etta, Etta," he moaned 
her name over softly. "Don't leave me." 
"Hush, I'm here," she answered, guiding him toward the chair 
he had just vacated. 
"You know I can't see," he muttered helplessly. He rubbed 
his hand across his eyes fiercely. He sank down in the big chair, 
desperately clinging to his wife's hand. "Etta, don't leave me . . . 
the house is on fire . . . I felt the wall . . . it's so hot . . ." 
The words came out in jerks. He was breathing heavily. 
"It's all right now, Jack. There's nothing wrong. The house 
isn't going to burn down. Stop being so silly . . ." Her voice 
trailed off as she helped him unbutton his coat. 
"But it is warm in here, isn't it, Etta?" He spoke her name 
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repeatedly as if to reassure himself that she was really there, that 
it was really his wife. 
"Let's take off that hot coat/' she answered him. He slipped 
the black suit off his thin, bony body. He listened to his wife's 
shoes making a hollow thumping sound on the bare wooden floor 
of their bedroom. Again the old familiar feeling of fear at being 
left alone welled up inside him. 
"Etta, stay here with me." There was an old ring of authority 
in his voice. "You ain't goin' downstairs and leave me shut up 
here in this dark room alone. If you're goin', I'm goin' with you." 
He pushed himself up out of the chair. 
"I'm not going anywhere. Sit down, I tell you." Impatience 
flooded her voice. "If you don't stop wanderin' around, you're 
going to fall downstairs and then you'll be more of a bother than 
you are now." He heard her slam the closet door. 
"I'm a bother to you, am I?" The old man raised his voice and 
sat forward in his chair. "Did I ever say that to you? Tell me. 
All them times I had to take care of you when you had the chil-
dren? And that time you swallowed the needle and had to stay 
in bed and left me with the young'uns to do for . . ." 
He would have gone on but his wife broke in. "Well, whose 
fault was it I had all the children, I ask you? And where'd we be 
without 'em to take care of us since you ain't able to work now?" 
The old man was silent. Whose fault was it that he could not 
work now? Surely not his. He brushed his hand across his 
bleary eyes. 
Whose fault? The question pounded over and over through 
his aching head. He sat motionless, drumming fiis fingers upon 
the arm of his chair. 
He heard his wife move across the room quietly. Quickly he 
turned his head in the direction of the sound and tried to peer 
through the curtain that seemed to cover his eyes. "Etta?" He 
whispered softly. 
Her soft sigh drifted across the room to him, and the soft words 
mumbled to herself were audible to his keen hearing. "Suppose 
I'd better take him down with me this time. I can't keep run-
ning up and down the stairs and get supper at the same time." 
He felt her presence beside his chair. "Come on, Jack. We're 
going now. I'm trying to get supper ready for the folks tonight." 
She tugged at his sleeve, and so he rose slowly. Her head brushed 
his shoulder as he moved. 
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He proceeded slowly and deliberately down the stairs beneath 
her guiding touch, placing each foot firmly on the middle of 
each step. 
"Are the folks home yet?" He wanted to know. 
"No. They will be shortly enough. You sit here while I fin-
ish getting supper." She settled him in the arm chair by the 
dining room table, where she could hear him and catch a glimpse 
of him through the kitchen door. 
She snapped on the radio as she went by. A flood of sound 
filled his head, throbbing, pounding. Music . . . How could 
they call that racket music? Music was supposed to be pleasing. 
He drew his eyebrows together, and a scowl deepened on his face. 
He rose to his feet tiredly and reached towards the sound of 
the radio. His fumbling fingers felt its smooth varnished surface 
and wandered down to the knob which turned the dial, trying 
to find a program to his taste. 
"Jack," came his wife's voice piercing into his consciousness, 
"what are you doing now? Leave it alone, I tell you. I want to 
hear 'Amos and Andy' on that station in a few minutes." 
His fingers twisted the dial harder, and he half turned away 
from the direction of her voice. The radio began to play softly 
The Skaters' Waltz. 
"Etta, listen." He swung back in the direction of the kitchen. 
"Remember?" 
His mind leaped back to the old skating rink on the East Side 
where he and Etta had spent so many happy hours. He hummed 
the notes, his voice wavering on the highest ones. Out in the 
kitchen he could^hear Etta moving about, and then she was still 
until she too began humming the old melody as she stirred the 
batter for the cake. 
He felt young again as he listened. He straightened up and 
threw back his shoulders. There had been gaiety in those days 
he thought . . . buggy rides, rollerskating, plays, picnics . . . 
he had been quite the one to show a girl a good time. 
He passed his hand over his thinning hair. It had once been 
thick and black, and Etta had liked to run her hands through it. 
His ears lay flat against his head. Etta had liked those ears. She 
had said she couldn't abide a man whose ears stuck out like 
handles. She had cried out her disappointment in his arms one 
night because young Jack's ears did not suit her. He chuckled as 
he remembered how she had fastened the baby's ears down with 
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tape in a vain effort to correct nature's error. 
He guessed she wasn't very proud of his looks now. Her face 
and hair still felt smooth to his touch, and he always visualized her 
as he had seen her during the happier years of his married life. 
Perhaps it was as well he couldn't see, he decided. 
He felt the need to talk to her . . . to be reassured. "Etta, 
what are you doing?" he called softly, hesitantly. 
"You know what I'm doing, getting supper of course. I'm tired 
of being dependent on my children. / still have some pride left. 
Just because you're a burden and useless, I needn't be. I intend 
to surprise them tonight." 
The words cut cruelly into the old man's brain as he sat quietly 
in his hard chair; they twisted deeper into his heart. It wasn't 
his fault, he told himself over and over. Etta, Etta, he pleaded 
silently, please try to stop blaming me. I don't want it this way 
any more than you do. I'm unhappy too. 
He didn't blame her really. He knew she was unhappy. 
They'd lost their own little house. Maybe he hadn't been a good 
provider. 
He spoke. "Aw, now, Etta . . . you know some of the chances 
I took was just because I wanted money for you and the kids . . . 
you deserved so much better than I could give you . . ." He 
hesitated. 
"Now, Jack, I've listened to enough of that smooth talk of 
yours for the past fifty years, and I'm not believing it anymore." 
But her tone had lost its sharpness. 
He felt her presence there in the dining room as she moved 
about setting the table. There was the vague old-fashioned fra-
grance she used, mingling with the scent of the cake baking in 
the oven. He inhaled deeply. 
She was speaking. "No, Jack, you were never a good provider. 
You always wanted to try some get-rich-quick scheme. Like that 
time Ed wanted you to back him . . . " 
As the words pierced his consciousness, the old man moved rest-
lessly in his chair. His hand reached tentatively toward the radio. 
He twisted the volume and the strains of La Paloma entered the 
room. That had been their favorite piece at concerts in the park. 
Now the swell of the music drowned out the sharp words. 
Then her voice broke through sharply. "Jack, will you leave 
that radio alone! I told you I wanted to hear 'Amos and Andy'." 
The old man sat silently twisting the button on his vest as he 
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heard her tune in a different station. He could feel her moving 
away from him. What could he say or do? 
The words he had not wanted to hear flooded his mind. He 
had failed. He'd wanted so much for her and the children, but 
he'd just never been lucky. His head sank down against his chest, 
and he sat there quietly trying to make his mind a blank . . . 
trying to forget. 
The slam of a car door roused him. 
He heard the folks come in. Their voices sounded fresh and 
happy. 
"Hello, little granny." That would be Janie, his granddaughter. 
"My, I see you've been busy . . . What a surprise . . . It's a 
beautiful looking cake." 
"Yes," Granny nodded cheerfully. "I thought it might taste 
good for a change. I guess the kitchen is a little messy, but I 
didn't have time to clean it up." 
The old man smiled and nodded to himself as he heard the 
last sentence. He remembered how Etta used to get their own 
kitchen into confusion when preparing a meal. Pots and pans had 
littered the kitchen tables and sink. She always moved about 
blissfully unaware of the flour, sugar and liquid dripped upon the 
green and cream linoleum. It had always taken her half the 
evening to clean it up unless he helped her. 
Then he heard his daughter's voice. "Mother, really you didn't 
need to go to all this trouble." He detected a faint tension in her 
voice as she spoke. "I thought I explained to you that you didn't 
need to do any of the housework except care for father. You did 
enough when we were children," she added. 
"Oh, that's all right, dear. I wanted to do it. I want to help 
you so that father and I won't be any trouble to you," Etta's voice 
had answered. He knew that she hadn't understood. He waited 
for his daughter to send Etta back to him. There was some 
things he could see clearly. 
"I'm sorry, Mother, but we're all going to Florence's for dinner. 
I hadn't told you because the plans were not definite until this 
afternoon. I'm sorry you went to all this work. Now maybe you 
see why it is best for me to leave this sort of work to me." A tiny 
twinge of sharpness crept into the daughter's voice. 
"Oh, dear, I wish I'd known." Etta sounded disturbed. 
"Well, go get Father ready now," answered the daughter. "I'll 
take care of the kitchen." 
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"Yes," answered Etta soberly. The old man could hear her 
coming toward him shuffling her slippers on the thick nap of 
the rug. 
"Come on, Jack," she said as she tried to pull him from his 
chair. "We're going out for supper." 
"What's the matter? Did you burn the food?" the old man 
asked with a touch of sarcasm, pretending ignorance of the whole 
situation. 
"No-o . . . but I might as well have . . . seems I just don't do 
anything right, no matter how hard I try." I just don't seem to 
have any luck," she answered, a dreary note in her voice. 
The old man said nothing until he reached their room, then he 
gripped her hand tighter and asked, "Etta, am I really a bother 
to you?" The blue vein zigzagging down his forehead was throb-
bing painfully. 
"Oh, Jack, I'm sorry for what I said. I don't know what's the 
matter with me lately. No, Jack . . ." There was a pause, and 
then she added . . . "you aren't to me." Her voice was low and 
sweet as he had remembered it in happier days. Those last words 
. . . he knew what she meant . . . they were not useful anymore. 
He seated himself stiffly in his chair. 
He heard her moving about the room. "Here's your best suit." 
He felt the wool material as she handed it to him. "Put it on. We 
might as well get ready." 
"Get ready for where, Etta?" He couldn't seem to remember 
what they had said downstairs. Was the curtain that had come 
down in front of his eyes coming down in his brain too? It 
seemed as if he were going blind in his brain. 
He heard what sounded like a sob. "Get ready for what, Etta?" 
He had to know. She mustn't leave him alone. Not alone. He 
felt the old terror overwhelm him again. "Etta . . ." He spoke 
her name softly. The room was silent except for the sound of what 
seemed to him to be a muffled sob. 
"Etta, you aren't crying, are you, Etta?" 
He felt the reassuring pressure of her hand upon his shoulder 
as her lips brushed his forehead. The tension of fear loosed its 
hold upon his stiff body. His lips trembled as his hand reached 
up to meet hers. 
